Pass the Ammunition: a short etymology of 'blockbuster'
This article stems from a long-standing interest in the etymology, or linguistic history, of film-industry and showbusiness terminology. In particular, I became interested some time ago in the origins and use of the now-ubiquitous word 'blockbuster'. Its use today -indeed, overuse -tends to be in connection with what I and Steve Neale, in our recent book, Epics, Spectacles, and Blockbusters: A Hollywood History, refer to as 'unusually expensive productions designed to earn unusually large amounts of money'
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-that is to say, films which are not just exceptionally successful box-office hits but those which are specifically intended to be so, and are budgeted, made and marketed accordingly. However, while scholars and critics may attempt a certain precision in its use, popular usage is far less circumspect. In my experience as a university film studies tutor, 'blockbuster' is often assumed to be synonymous with the contemporary action film, the genre in which the largest sums are typically invested today and which often heads the box-office charts. Furthermore, it is not unusual to find 'civilians' (those moviegoers who are not members of the academic film community or minority film culture) describing virtually any and every Hollywood movie as a blockbuster, intuitively regarding the word as a synonym for the kind of mainstream entertainment the American film industry typically produces irrespective of genre. (In much the same way, 'Hollywood' itself is sometimes taken to stand for the whole of the film industry rather than the major American corporations in particular.)
In researching my share of Epics, Spectacles, and Blockbusters I attempted to locate the first uses of 'blockbuster' in the American trade press -in particular, the major showbusiness newspaper Variety -as a way of tracing its adoption into filmindustry vernacular. Additional research clarified the word's extra-cinematic origins (of which more later). My extensive searches of Variety -which were initially confined to its weekly editions, more readily available on microfilm in UK libraries than the daily version -suggested that the 'original' use of the term in its modern sense occurred in the journal's review of Quo Vadis (1951) (1949) , predicting it, too, to be 'a box office block buster'. 3 The strikingly similar vocabulary suggested a longer history to the film-specific use of the term than I had anticipated, and the recent digitisation of the Variety archive made viable a more detailed word search than could be achieved with microfilm. 4 Thus it has been possible to construct a reasonably accurate history of 'blockbuster' before the mid-1950s, by which time it had become recognised and accepted by both the trade press and the film industry at large as betokening the kinds of film identified above: one which would 'gross $2,000,000 or more in domestic (U.S. and Canada) rentals' as well as 'a relatively expensive picture that can head the program in all situations'. 5 Both these definitions are taken from Variety time (all five films ran between two-and-a-quarter and three-and-three-quarter hours).
Origins
In teaching about the blockbuster, I often pose students the question of how the word originated and what it first referred to. Their answers often echo those that I suggested to myself before beginning sustained research into the matter. They typically hinge on the understanding, in the context of cinema history, of the 'block' prefix. 7 One sense of this is in relation to the common practice, prior to 1948 (and especially up to 1940), of block booking: that system of distribution, on which the dominance of the eight major Hollywood corporations depended, in which the exhibitor client was obliged to book an entire year's output from a major studio rather than being free to choose only the particular picture or pictures desired. 8 Within a block package, it was common for the distributor to nominate a small number of films as 'specials' or, less frequently, 'superspecials': big-budget or prestige productions which would carry a higher-thanaverage price tag in terms of the proportion of box-office income demanded by way of rental. In some cases, a particular attraction might not be offered as part of a block at all, but instead be sold singly and only to those select clientele in whose theatres the film could best be presented, possibly on a 'roadshow' or high-priced, exclusive prerelease basis. Such films -which included, for example, Gone with the Windcorrespond closely to our modern understanding of what a blockbuster film is.
However, by the time the term entered common parlance, the era of block booking was over. After the 1940 Consent Decree, block booking was limited to groups of five and in the 1948 Paramount, et al., decrees the practice was outlawed altogether and every film had to be sold singly, without being conditional on the booking of another picture. So however much we might now want to describe pre-1948 superproductions as blockbusters, that is not how they would have been known at the time.
A second, more directly relevant, sense of 'block' is that of a city block. Trade advertisements for films in the 1930s and 1940s frequently included illustrations showing long queues of patrons waiting outside theatres for the chance of admission, with such lines often extending around the block of buildings on which the theatre was located. 9 It is not unreasonable to assume that 'blockbuster' referred to a film so popular as to attract round-the-block queues, but again the term was never used in this way. In fact, the word does not owe its origins to the film or entertainment industries at all, so does not derive from any habitual trade practices. Its first use in the film trade press, in 1943, was purely opportunistic, on the basis of its topicality and current newsworthiness.
In that year, the Allied air forces began to employ a type of heavy explosive shell in the bombing of military and industrial targets in Nazi-occupied Europe. Newspaper reports of its being tested had appeared the year before and subsequent press coverage described the extensive damage it inflicted on cities and factories. The nickname given to these large bombs, typically weighing 4,000 pounds or 8,000 pounds, was In all these instances, 'blockbuster' has been added to the already extensive trade vocabulary for describing hits (a word whose own associations with the effect of military ordinance hardly need to be stressed) in martial terms. A further example can be adduced from another article in The Lion's Roar: 'Behind the big guns that fire the loudest box-office salvoes in the industry must be men who know how to load them with the industry's most potent ammunition.'
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The potency of the blockbuster bomb as a metaphor or simile for the film trade seems, however, to have been limited by its immediate topicality. Once its novelty value and wartime currency had expired, after 1944 the word ceased to appear in advertising or editorial copy. 18 The reason for its obsolescence is suggested by a line quoted in a trade advertisement for CBS's experimental colour television service in five years before, thematically suited to the description of blockbuster -an adaptation of a successful Broadway play about wartime bombing missions, it was one of the first postwar films to return to a World War Two setting after it had been deemed box-office poison due to the public's satiation with war pictures during the conflictit was not the only film mentioned in that category; others listed alongside it included comedies, musicals and crime thrillers. 23 Instead the term had begun to acquire a more general significance unrelated either to a time of literal conflict (intensive aerial bombing campaigns held no relevance to America's subsequent involvement in the Korean War) or to specific story material. Subsequent iterations in trade discourse over the next three years confirmed this.
Curiously, the version of the April article which appeared in the weekly, rather than the daily, edition of Variety (it was common for the weekly paper to reprint or revise articles that first appeared in the daily) did not use the word blockbuster. It did, however, likewise pursue a wartime analogy. The opening paragraph reads as follows:
Paced by Metro, studios are rushing to aid the sagging b.o. with the biggest array of star-studded pix in Hollywood history. The next 12
months will see the industry's big guns fired in a simultaneous barrage designed to crumble stiffening buyer opposition, and to hasten return of healthy business. 24 The tone of this passage, which is taken up by other contemporaneous articles and many more in the next few years to come, gives an indication of the state of mind which was increasingly taking over the industry and its press at this time. It suggests a siege mentality and a related commitment to an aggressive form of defence. To understand the reasons for this, brief contextualisation of the postwar era as it was experienced by the entertainment industry is necessary.
As is well known, Hollywood faced a number of crises in the late 1940s and early in 1950, that drew a line under the vertically integrated studio system. The ultimate result of the court action was not, however, to the universal benefit of independent exhibitors. While they had hoped to gain greater freedom in film bookings and consequent economic benefits from the ruling, they found instead to their cost that the majors had other ways of retaining control over the market than outright ownership of theatres. One of these was the practice of competitive bidding, or auction selling, for top product, which had actually been introduced at the behest of the New York district court in its own ruling on the antitrust case in June 1946. 26 Under this system, rival exhibitors in each area were forced to bid against one another for the right to show the most desirable new pictures in first run. By law, the picture had to go to the highest bidder, but offers were made 'blind' (that is, bidders were not permitted to know what their rivals had bid) so in order to be sure of securing a picture, exhibitors were obliged to offer terms highly favourable to the distributors. Variety had reported in late 1948 that, rather than being liberated by divorcement, exhibitors were now afraid that it would make distribution the dominant sector of the industry, with the majors able to demand higher rentals for fewer films since they were no longer obliged to keep their own theatres supplied. This threatened to leave exhibitors with a product shortage, higher operating costs and increased competition, both from each other and from rival forms of recreation, including television. The important point to note here is the repeated emphasis on rivalry, competition and conflict, terms in which 'blockbuster' seems to play a regular and representative 
Weapons of Mass Distribution
In order to justify auction selling as a way of driving up rentals, the majors needed to make available films for which exhibitors would be willing to compete with one another and to pay prices favourable to the producer-distributors. In an increasingly uncertain marketplace, with audience tastes no longer as predictable nor their attendance as reliable as in the recent past, the most attractive commodities for exhibitors were those containing proven box-office ingredients, including major stars, 'pre-sold' stories (such as those with a basis in established literary or stage properties, or indeed previously successful films) and high production values (the kind of spectacle afforded by a big budget). Such films could then be sold to audiences at selectively increased admission prices, a practice actively encouraged by the majors even though, legally, they could no longer either set admission prices themselves (unless hiring a theatre outright on a 'four-wall' basis, for which they would need to secure court permission) or dictate prices to exhibitor clients, as they had done previously. Not all films were sold to exhibitors in this way; indeed, besides the inconvenience of the time consumed by receiving and processing bids, only a relatively small proportion of any major's annual output was suited to it and the practice therefore tended to be reserved for specials and superspecials. One such, though far from the first, was MGM's release of Quo Vadis. 38 Costing $7,623,000, Quo Vadis was the most expensive production yet made.
Following the opening of its premiere engagements in eight key cities including New
York and Los Angeles, used by MGM to test the market for exhibition policy, the film was made available for first-run bookings after 1 January 1952 under strictly specified conditions. Exhibitors were required to stipulate guarantees for the minimum total sum they would remit to MGM as rental; the minimum length of the run they would give the picture; the minimum amount the exhibitor was prepared to spend on local advertising following the first week, which MGM would pay for;
control figures for 'holdovers' (that is, the minimum weekly take that would justify the booking being retained for a further week); and the admission prices, before tax, at which tickets would be sold. MGM's trade advertisement announcing the sales plan carefully set out the justification for its policy on ticket prices:
We cannot and will not have anything to do with the fixing or determination of admission prices; they will be decided by the theatre operators and no-one else. [...] The sole purpose in asking for admission prices which the exhibitor intends to charge is to enable us to evaluate the offers received and thus award the picture on the basis of the best bid.
Any offer which contains a participation in the gross requires an estimate of such receipts for proper appraisal. This estimate, of course, necessitates a knowledge of the admission prices prevailing during the engagement.
The failure to include proposed admission prices in an offer will not disqualify the bid, but their inclusion will enable us better to evaluate the bids. 39 Distribution agents were not permitted to suggest admission prices but could indicate prices charged by other theatres showing the film as a guide for exhibitors making the bid.
Initially, only theatres situated in communities of over 100,000 in population were permitted to bid and even exhibitors not in competitive situations were required to submit a satisfactory offer in order to be able to play the picture. As the release progressed the film was to be made available for first run to theatres in successively smaller communities that would then be invited to bid for it on the same basis, and for second and subsequent runs in localities where the film had already played. Under no circumstances was it allowed to be shown as part of a double bill, but as Quo Vadis ran nearly three hours there was not likely to be any dispute in this particular matter.
Indeed, although MGM's sales plan drew protests and even questions as to its legality from some exhibitor organisations there was little actual resistance from theatre owners themselves. MGM reported being 'deluged' by offers, many of them from exhibitors outside the largest cities or in other ways contrary to the stipulations of the plan. 40 As rental, theatres were effectively required to pay around 70 per cent from the first dollar of the box-office gross (the top rate paid for the most in-demand pictures in the past, including Gone with the Wind, Samson and Delilah and David and Bathsheba). Such high terms in effect obliged them to increase their prices for the length of the engagement in order to ensure a profit on their operating costs (standard booking deals stipulated a rental figure after deduction of costs) and the average admission price charged in most first-run theatres was reported as $1.25 at a time when the average admission price was under 50 cents. 41 Nevertheless, by the end of 1957 domestic rentals totalled $11,143,000 with overseas earnings of $9,894,000 for a total gross of $21,037,000 and a profit of $5,440,000 (thus distribution, marketing and other expenses over the six years of first release amounted to $7,974,000). 42 The success of Quo Vadis and other 'big pictures' in the early 1950s set the pattern for others still to come, in ever greater numbers and on ever larger budgets. If
Variety's designation of the film as a blockbuster in its review of 14 November 1951 was not the first instance of the use of the word to mean a purpose-built box-office giant, it undoubtedly marked a point by which it had become widely recognised and accepted into the industry's vocabulary, and not only in the trade press. The week before the journal ran its review, it had quoted MGM production head Dore Schary's disdain for going into partnership with television because of the far greater rewards available from the theatrical market:
'forgetting those $5,500,000 blockbusters, or even the $3,000,000 and Thus in the space of a single interview Schary used the term to refer both to highgrossing movies and to high-cost films designed for high earnings, confirming that its dual modern sense had already been accepted into the Hollywood lexicon.
In Wallis articulated a widespread concern in the industry over rising production coststhe result, variously of the increasing cost of materials, increasing union demands for minimum wages and minimum crewing levels, and increasing demands by talent for participation in film revenues -at a time when income and profit were under threat.
He questioned also the value of big budgets as far as the audience was concerned: 'In more than 20 years in this business I have never heard a passing patron at a theatre ask, "How much did this picture cost to make?"'
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Another highly regarded producer, Stanley Kramer, similarly resisted the imminent prospect of industry-wide commitment to the production of the type of films designated by the term blockbuster, to the possible exclusion of other kinds of product aimed at other kinds of audience, such as the more discriminating over-25s:
Obviously the film industry as it has been constituted couldn't long survive just producing blockbusters, which I assume mean pictures that are replete with thousands of plunging horses and necklines, plus gigantic, spectacular, lavish situations and expenditures of millions of dollars. In the final analysis, we are a story-telling medium, and our success depends directly on our ability to select and tell stories well. If we must substitute size for all of the other well-tested elements that comprise expert story telling, we belong to the circus business instead of motion pictures. It is possible that a wave of the super-colossal will engulf the industry. 'Blockbuster', however, though its literal namesake undoubtedly caused a greater loss of life than the A-bomb during the years of its active use in World War Two, was ultimately rendered safe not only by the fact of its obsolescence as a military weapon, but also by its very pervasiveness as an expression during the postwar period.
Continual use detached the word from its linguistic origins and ensured that it came to be associated primarily with popular entertainment in general and with the big-budget, high-impact Hollywood hit in particular.
